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1. Introduction 

 

The Present Perfect tense (PrP) is the bane of most English language learners. As an 

English language teacher I have covered this topic more times than I can count and each 

time suffered the lamentations of my students. Their biggest complaint is knowing when 

and why to use it. Many languages do not have a tense comparable to the PrP and usually 

rely on a variation of the preterit; other languages, such as Portuguese, do have a form 

like PrP but it is only employed in the iterative sense: “I have eaten today (over and 

over)” (Sklar, 2011). While the difficulty in understanding how to use the PrP may stem 

from L1 transfer or the lack of this view of tense/aspect within the first language 

(Schmitt, 2001), it has also been noted that the problem may lie with incomplete and 

vague explanations of what PrP is and how to use it (Sklar, 2011). This paper aims to 

support previous analyses, as well as share my own judgments on the issues English-

learners face when they encounter the many definitions and examples of the Perfect 

tense. 

I have chosen to couch my analyses in the context of one of my own teaching 

experiences. Jana1, a Serbian immigrant to the United States, came to me seeking help 

with her grammar and pronunciation. Having lived in America for 8 years, Jana is a fairly 

fluent communicator, with typical errors attributable to having a Slavic first language (i.e. 

lack of articles, misuse of prepositions, etc). The English tense/aspect system befuddles 

Jana, since, according to her, Serbian has a very limited tense system and there is no 

straight comparison to the Present Perfect tense specifically. As I explore the current 

ways that PrP is presented and explained in both language textbooks and semantic 

research, I will offer Jana’s insights from the perspective of the language learner, as she 

represents multitudes of others like her who struggle with the how and why of the Present 

Perfect. 

This paper will begin with an analysis of the PrP form and some of its constraints, 

followed by a brief examination of the different meanings and uses of PrP. This will lead 

into current definitions and examples used by textbooks and material makers, including 

Jana’s critique of them. I will provide teacher- and student-created explanations of the 

PrP which I argue are semantically sound and a much clearer way to present the PrP to 

English learners. Finally, I will consider the use of PrP that I encountered within 

particular contexts and conclude that the different meanings of the PrP should be taught 

to learners in a specific order and contextualized. 

There are no magic solutions to grammar instruction, and educators have long 

searched for better, smarter ways to teach grammar. Continually asking the question “Is 

there a better way?” might push educators to improve upon pedagogical practices and 

keep language learning as fluid and ever changing as the language itself.   



 

2. Adverbials: Should learners rely on them?  

 

One method of teaching the Present Perfect is to have students memorize the adverbials 

typically used with PrP. It is well-known in the English-speaking community that PrP 

cannot be used with a specific time in the past, but is felicitous with time adverbials 

(Downing and Locke, 2006). 

(1) *I have seen her last week. 

 

(2)  Have you done your homework yet? 

 

 

(3) She’s lived here for years.  

 

Instructors may tell students that if the sentence requires adverbials like yet, for, or since, 

use the Present Perfect. But what happens when adverbials are omitted and the meaning 

is implied by the verb tense only? 

(4) Did you see a doctor? 

 

(5) Have you seen a doctor? 

 

For many English learners there is no difference between these two questions. 

Understandably, context is required to decide which form to use. In order for (4) to be 

felicitous there would have to be shared background knowledge of an event in the past 

(Celce-Murcia et al, 1999). Michaelis (1994) calls this “historical background… events 

which the interlocutors can access from a shared history” (119). If there had been a 

previous conversation about an illness or injury and one party had suggested a visit to a 

doctor, then the speaker would likely use the preterit (4) to refer back to the conclusion 

reached in the previous conversation. If, however, there is no shared reference and the 

injury/illness is on-going in the present moment, then use of the PrP would be felicitous.  

This was actually a useful explanation for Jana when she was having trouble knowing 

which form to use, especially when asking questions. I made it clear that native-speakers 

usually use preterit when asking about a specific, completed event in the past that both 

speaker and hearer understand as the context of the question. 

(6) Did you see her? (at Dave’s party/during your trip last week) 

 

(7) Have you seen her? (ever) 

Unsurprising, Jana told me that she has never heard that explanation before, or read it 

from any grammar books.  

 



3. Present Perfect and Ambiguity 

 

It has also been argued that sentences (5) and (7) are ambiguous readings of PrP. Without 

a time adverbial, question (5) could be asking about a recent visit to a doctor or if the 

listener has visited a doctor at any point in their lifetime. Likewise (7) might be asking if 

the hearer has ever seen the woman in question, or if she has been seen within the past 

hour or so. These two readings are called The Perfect of Recent Past and the Experiential 

Perfect.  I shall elaborate on a well-documented example of the ambiguity of these 

readings in (8)  

(8) A: Have you seen my slippers? (Leech, 1971) 

B: Yes. 

A: Where are they? 

B:  I don’t know. 

A: But you said you’ve seen them 

B: I have. They are blue with white stripes. 

Speaker A likely intends the Recent Past understanding of this use of PrP. Owning to the 

ambiguity of the question, Speaker B can reply in the affirmative even if he or she has not 

seen the slippers recently, but has seen them at some point after the initial purchase of 

said slippers. Speaker B is making a decision to read the question as Experiential Perfect, 

rather than the intended Recent Past.  

The same kind of ambiguity lies in the present progressive construction which can 

be used to convey an action happening at the time of speaking or an event that will take 

place in the future. Some speakers take advantage of this ambiguity and play with it in 

conversation. Case in point, I was watching the news one morning with my boyfriend. 

The weather woman was clearly pregnant. I said, “Oh! She’s having a baby!” My 

boyfriend responded, “No, she isn’t. If she was, she wouldn’t be reporting the weather 

right now.”  

  

4. The many uses of the Present Perfect 

 

There are several different readings of the PrP, and they are as follows:  

(a) It has rained all day. 

(b) I’ve seen that movie. 

(c) We’ve just finished lunch. 

(d) Police have arrested the suspect. 

The example in (a) is known as the Continuative Perfect, an action that began in the past 

and continues through the time of speaking. The statement in (b) is called the 

Experiential Perfect since it points to an experience in one’s lifetime. The Experiential 

Perfect requires no specific mention of when the event or experience took place or the 

number of times it happened. Sentence (c) uses the perfect of Recent Past. And finally (d) 

is a typical use of the Resultative Perfect, in which an action that took place in the past 



has a resultant effect on the current moment. Research has shown the Resultative Perfect 

has the ability to turn a past event into a current state (Herweg, 1991; Michaelis, 1994; 

Huddleston & Pullum, 2002; Mittwoch, 2008b). In other words, in sentence (d), even 

though the police might have arrested the suspect last Tuesday, the Resultative Perfect is 

used to imply that the police partook of an action that put the suspect into a current state 

of arrest. For a more in depth analysis of each of these readings of the Present Perfect, I 

refer you to Fabiana Sklar’s Master’s Thesis (2011) entitled Present but not Perfect.  

 

5. Present Perfect: Presented Perfectly? 

 

Are English learners taught these different readings of the perfect? Not in my experience. 

Although Sklar’s research is focused on Brazilian students, I hold that her findings are 

likely true for most students of English. I shall quote her here: 

 

Brazilian students are not taught to be conscious of the different 

readings the present perfect can have and are left in confusion as to 

when and why it is used. The approach taken by Brazilian textbooks 

focuses on grammatical rules and does not stress the different meanings 

and uses. Publishers developing English textbooks for Brazilian 

learners seem not to be aware of the problems involved in learning the 

English present perfect and insist on referring to it only as a verbal 

tense designated to describe past events without a reference time (2). 

 

I fully concur and would like to point out that it is not just Brazilian textbooks that do 

not stress the different meanings and uses of PrP. I referenced some of the grammar books 

I have in my own collection. According to Grammar Connection (Carlisi, 2008) the 

Present Perfect is used to show a “(1) completed action sometime in the past, (2) an action 

started in the past, continues to the present, and projects to the future, (3) or a repeated 

action sometime in the past” (231). Following the guidelines of those explanations then 

the sentences below would meet the criteria for definitions (1) and (3) respectively: 

(9) Someone ate my lunch! 

 

(10) I drove to work three times last week.  

These sentences appear to fit the definition of Present Perfect according to the book, 

but these are most definitely not uses of the PrP. Unfortunately for learners, this particular 

book does not offer specific definitions for the Past Simple (Preterit) to contradict the 

explanations offered for Present Perfect.  

Within an interactive PowerPoint offered by Azargrammar.com, the Present Perfect 

has two meanings: “(1) something that happened before now at an unspecified time and 

(2) a situation that began in the past and continues to the present.” I maintain that sentence 

(9) could easily fit the qualities of the first definition since I do not know when the eating 

actually occurred, only that it is a completed action at some unspecified point in the past.  

Both sources referenced account for the Continuative reading by alluding to a 

situation/event that began in the past and continues to the present moment. However, 



corpus data shows (Sklar, 2011) that the Continuative Perfect is actually pretty rare in its 

actual use, and that the other readings are much more frequent. This makes sense since we 

have another verb/aspect combination that works nicely for a continuative reading. Of the 

sentences below, which are you more likely to use for a continuative effect?  

 

(11) It has rained all day. 

(12) It’s been raining all day.  

One more English grammar book at my disposal is English Grammar in Use (Murphy, 

2004).  Murphy lays out two ways to use PrP. First, he suggests the speaker use PrP when 

something happened recently that has an effect on the present moment. Would this be 

Resultative PrP? His examples like “He has lost his key” would point to such a reading. 

And, in fact, Murphy urges learners to use this tense when reporting “new information” 

(14). This falls in line with semantic analysis that has concluded the Resultative Perfect is 

indeed a “news” reporting tense (Michaelis, 1994:125) Therefore, it is no surprise that this 

use of the present perfect is often seen in news articles.  

The second way to use the Present Perfect according to Murphy is when noting a 

“period of time that continues from the past until now” (16). One would imagine that the 

examples he uses are of the Continuative Perfect. On the contrary, the examples that 

Murphy cites are Experiential.  

 

    Dave: Have you travelled a lot, Jane? 

               Jane: Yes, I’ve been to lots of places. 

               Dave: Really? Have you ever been to China?  

               Jane: Yes, I’ve been to China twice. (16) 

 

Murphy explains his reasoning for these examples according to his definition of 

PrP by saying that the speakers are talking about Jane’s life, “which is a period that 

continues until now.” I suppose it is as good an explanation as any of the others, in fact, it 

is an interesting one since Murphy chooses to focus on the time period containing the 

event rather than the duration of the event itself.  

 

6. Jana’s take on Murphy’s explanations 

  

When I presented PrP to Jana from the pages of English Grammar in Use, I followed the 

chronological order as Murphy presents it. Interestingly, the initial examples and 

explanations he uses are of the Resultative, followed by examples of Recent Past (under 

the explanation of the Resultative), then examples of the Experiential Perfect (explained 

as we understand the Continuative), and finally the Continuative reading. Curious to know 

if a breakdown of the different semantic readings would be helpful to Jana, I listed them 

on the board. We discussed the basic semantic definitions of each of the readings of PrP 

and compared them to Murphy’s explanations. I will now attempt to quote Jana as closely 

as possible in the dialog that followed my explanations. 

 

 

Concerning Resultative Perfect 



 

J: “If the police arrested the man in the past, why can’t we just use Simple 

Past (preterit)?”  

 

I explained that it was an action that resulted in a current situation. What is 

the current situation? 

 

J: “The man is arrested.”  

 

I told her that was right. She assented, but frowned and shook her head.  

 

Concerning the Perfect of Recent Past 

 

J: “But I hear a lot of people ask ‘Did you eat yet?’ Is this wrong?”  

 

I admitted that in many American dialects, the preterit form is often used 

instead of PrP. We talked about the “Have you seen my [insert personal 

item here]” example and how this one is more or less a fixed expression 

which requires the use of PrP since asking someone “Did you see my [insert 

personal item here]” means that you have a specific time and place in mind. 

Jana appeared to accept this explanation, but said that since she does not 

hear her coworkers use it in this way very often it was hard for her to feel 

comfortable using it. Fair enough. It is a futile battle to argue with standard 

usage. 

 

Concerning the Experiential Perfect 

 

I noticed that Jana felt more at ease with this usage. She said the definition 

Murphy used made sense to her when talking about her life experiences 

since her life is ongoing, not complete. She also recognized that the way she 

usually hears PrP used by the native-speakers around her is more of an 

Experiential use than any other.  

 

Concerning the Continuative Perfect 

 

We took an example from the book: I’ve had four cups of coffee today 

(Murphy, 2004:18). I explained that since “today” isn’t over, there is still a 

possibility to have more cups of coffee. Use of past preterit would imply 

that “today” day is finished or at least the coffee-drinking portion of the day. 

Jana accepted this explanation. 

 

I took the opportunity to use Jana’s current state of illness (she had a cold) 

to ask her “How long have you been sick?” She seemed relieved to hear a 

use of the PrP that made sense in a typical situation.  

 

J: “I’ve been sick for a few days.”  



 

Concerning the lesson as a whole 

 

I asked her if this was a helpful way to look at the grammar. She responded, 

“It’s too much all at once.”  

 

I asked her, “Of the four usages, which ones do you feel most comfortable 

with?” Her answer was, “The Resultative does not resonate with me.” (Yes, 

she said that). “I don’t often hear the Perfect used in this way.” I pointed out 

that it is often used in academic writing and in news reporting, so she may 

not hear it used much in casual speech. 

 

I asked her, “Were any of the explanations helpful for you?” She told me, 

“I didn’t really like Murphy’s explanations. They were a little confusing. I 

like the explanation from the video you sent me last week. That one makes 

sense and it’s easy to understand.” 

 

What explanation was she talking about?  

 

7. Present Perfect is Unfinished Time 

 

Since embarking on my journey to find a better definition of PrP, I have come across this 

definition: Present Perfect is “Unfinished Time” (Brown Cow English, 2013; Agita, 

2014). I like this definition because it encompasses multiple readings and it contrasts 

nicely with the preterit. Preterit is complete, bound to a specific period of time. In 

languages that have preterit, it is almost always used to convey completed actions in the 

past. But what about incomplete, or “unfinished”, actions? Some languages have what is 

called the IMPERFECT. The Experiential Perfect in English has been compared to 

IMPERFECT in Russian (Smith 1991, Kagan 2007). Many languages use IMPERFECT to 

imply continuity, duration, or an unfinished event.  

 

(13) Conocia a Maria. (I knew.IMP Maria.)  

(14) Conozco a Maria. (I knew.PRET Maria.) (Bickel 1997:125) 

According to Bickel, the example in (14) is only used if the speaker wants to imply 

that Maria is deceased. If Maria is still alive, or the speaker is unsure, use of the 

IMPERFECT would be appropriate. This is the same case in English.  

 

(15) Maria never went to Paris. 

(16) Maria has never been to Paris. 

One might argue that (15) is only felicitous if Maria is no longer living, i.e. her life is 

finished. This is why the Experiential Perfect is required when we talk about life 

experiences in general. If we are still living, our life is unfinished, and therefore we must 

use PrP when we talk about what we have and have not done in our lives. In fact, 



semanticists agree that PrP is only fitting if the subjects in question still exist (Musan 

1997, Mittwoch 2008a). These referents are not limited to people. Imagine that a 

temporary museum exhibit has come to your area. While the exhibit is still open 

(unfinished), it would be appropriate to ask, “Have you gone to see the exhibit?” because 

it implies that there is still opportunity to go if you have not done so. If the speaker asked, 

“Did you go?” the hearer might assume that the window of opportunity to visit the exhibit 

is closed, i.e. the exhibit is finished.  

I contend that this definition of “Unfinished Time” works equally well for 

Continuative readings. If you caught a cold last week and it continues to the present 

moment, then your cold is technically “unfinished”, and you must therefore use PrP to say, 

“I’ve been sick for days.”  

This is also an easy definition for students of any level of English to understand. It 

consists of two words, and, especially important, two words that learners understand even 

at the elementary level.  

 

8. Student-created explanations 

 

Sklar (2011) concludes in her thesis that one method teachers can use is to give their 

students many examples of the Present Perfect and allow them to “discover for 

him/herself” the different uses and semantic meaning of the different readings (45, 47). 

She writes that “unfortunately, there have been no notable efforts by educators and 

scholars” to make usage of Present Perfect clearer and less daunting for learners. I am here 

to update her statement.  

A group of students, studying at the Texas Intensive English Program (TIEP), 

worked to create a verb chart that represented each verb tense on a time-line. Timelines 

are a useful way to visualize verb tenses, in which time is divided into past and future, and 

the “now” is recognized as time of speaking (Kuhn & Portner, 2002). Reichenbach’s 

(1947) idea that verb tenses locate an event point on the timeline relative to the time of 

speaking has been snatched up by language teachers and utilized as a method of helping 

students understand English verb tenses. The students at TIEP were using such a timeline 

to guide their understanding of English tense and aspect.  

The problem was how to represent Present Perfect. The preterit usually refers to a 

specific/finished point in time, easily associated with a fixed point on a visual timeline. 

But how can one represent PrP on a timeline if the entire reason for its existence is to 

convey that there is no fixed event point? The solution the students decided upon was to 

represent PrP as a cloud floating above the timeline.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 1. Taken from English Verb Tenses at a Glance (Mitchell, 2014) 

 
 

I feel that this is an excellent representation, as a cloud is most certainly not a fixed 

item. It drifts. And even though this particular cloud sits above the line in the past-portion 

of the timeline, there is no reason why it cannot drift past the “now” and into future time. 

Indeed, it has been noted that while PrP expresses events, or lack of events, in the past, it 

also presupposes future possibility (Katz, 2003:149-150, Carlisi, 2008:231). Especially 

when using Experiential perfect (sentences 17 and 18) the interlocutors can presuppose 

that these events could occur in the future. 

 

(17) I haven’t been to New York. 

(18) Have you done the homework yet? 

9. Is it common? 

 

One of Jana’s favorite questions to ask me is, “Is it common?” By that she usually means, 

is the word, phrase, or verb tense in question frequently used? My answer is always that it 

depends on the context and what the speaker is trying to communicate.  

But I wondered, how frequently does PrP occur in spoken English? In what ways 

is Jana likely to hear it used? In other words, is she likely to hear speakers use 

Experiential perfect in speaking more often than the Recent Past? I began to listen for its 

use.  

  At home, one night, I watched the movie The Way, Way Back (2013). I noticed a 

few occurrences of PrP. I watched it a second time and noted 6 uses of Experiential 

perfect, 6 uses of the Continuative, 2 instances of the Resultative, and only 1 use of Recent 

Past. A log of the recorded instances with timestamps can be found in the appendix. 

Overall, in one movie with a run time of 103 minutes, there were a total of 15 noticeable 

uses of the Present Perfect. This does not include the 2 instances of PrP Progressive also 



noted in the appendix. Interestingly, the single example of perfect of Recent Past is the 

fixed expression of “Have you seen my [insert personal item]” noted earlier.  

I also received a voicemail from my father. In less than a minute, he used PrP four 

times. The script and link to the recording can also be found in the appendix. This shows 

that use of PrP is alive and well in everyday speech, but the frequency with which it 

occurs does indeed depend on the context and message. 

 

10. Teaching the different uses of PrP in a strategic order 

 

Since there is strong evidence that Experiential and Continuative readings of PrP are more 

common than the others, it makes sense that these uses of the PrP should be taught first. 

Experiential Perfect is useful for students to know to introduce themselves and get to 

know people. The blanket definition that many textbooks use to explain Present Perfect 

(an action in the past that has an effect on the present) seems to best fit the Resultative 

Perfect. Knowing that Resultative has a very specific meaning and contextualized use, it 

makes sense to me to wait until students have mastered the other uses of PrP before 

introducing them to the Resultative. Obviously English learners are not going to be 

reading news reports in the early stages of their learning, so their focus should be drawn to 

the more frequent, and likely more applicable, uses of PrP. Just as the future reading of the 

present progressive form is usually taught only when students have grasped the present 

moment reading and learned the other future forms, it would be prudent to wait to show 

students the Resultative use and its corresponding definition until they feel comfortable 

with the other uses of PrP.  

 

11. Conclusion 

 

Understanding how and when to use the PrP is tricky, and the fact that many native-

speakers do not use it properly leads to more confusion. While some sources claim that 

certain dialects lack aspects of the PrP or that it is on its way out in others (Mittwoch, 

2008b; Harris, 1984), the PrP is still very common in many other dialects and used in 

strategic ways that English learners should be aware of. Understanding the point of 

confusion for learners is key to successfully teaching how and why to use this verb tense. 

Some definitions and explanations are certainly more clear and easily understood (i.e. 

Present Perfect is Unfinished Time). It is not necessarily better for instructors to explain in 

academic terms the differences between the Experiential reading versus the Resultative, 

but students would, no doubt, benefit from seeing as many examples of each in separate 

lessons. The circumstances in which each use is normally found should be clearly laid out 

and practiced.  

Seeing many examples of the Present Perfect and repeated practice has been key 

to Jana’s understanding of PrP and improved use of it in her own speech. While she still 

appears tentative in her use of PrP, I find that she uses it more frequently and often 

accurately.  When, on my way to meet her for a lesson, I received a text message from 



her stating, “I have arrived.” When I saw her I told her, “Good use of the Resultative 

Perfect.” She responded, “Yes, I’ve been practicing.”  
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Appendix A 

 

Voicemail Transcript from my father (Received on 4/23/2014) 

Retrievable at: http://vocaroo.com/i/s0Dck0eRyczK 

Yeah, it’s me. I have just scanned and emailed (RP) you documents for the HHR 

recall. So… um… it’s time for you to make a move on that with your local 

dealership. Um, form number four I probably shouldn’t’ve sent you, but… uh… 

anyway. It’s a reimbursement form in case you’ve already gotten done (E), and, 

as far as I know, we’ve never gotten it done (E). So… um… just follow the 

instructions that I’ve sent ya (R). And if you got any questions you know who to 

call. Bye bye. 

Resultative (R): 1     Recent Past (RP): 1        Experiential (E): 2       Continuative (C): 0 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://vocaroo.com/i/s0Dck0eRyczK


Appendix B 

Dialog from the movie The Way, Way Back.  

Released July 2013. Written and Directed by Nat Faxon and Jim Rash.   

 

(02:31) TRENT: Well, since I(’ve) been dating your mom I don’t see you putting yourself out there, 

bud. (P) 

(06:11) BETTY: Trent’s probably already talked crap about me. He did didn’t he? It’s okay if he 

has. (E) 

(07:23) BETTY: Trent, where’s Steph? 

              TRENT: Well, we’ve been here all of two minutes, so I suppose she’s getting ready for the 

beach. (C) 

(23:14) OWEN: Naw, I’ve yet to see the second board. (E) 

(26:08) PAM: He told me that we were already in this together, so I might as well. It’s been 

almost a  

                        year. (C) 

(32:30) TRENT: Have you seen my flip-flops? (RP) 

(41:58) DUNCAN: How long (have) you been working there? (P) 

                  OWEN: Oh, the park? Um… I’ve always been there. (C) 

(54:51) PAM: Hey. Where’ve you been? (C) 

(1:02:26) PAM: There. And, I’ve landed by exact count, at the shortcut, so, I’ll be taking the  

                                           “Rainbow Trail.” (R) 

(1:09:54) PAM: Don’t make me feel crazy. I’ve been through this. (E) 

                 TRENT: Just stop, stop it, I’m right here. I always have been. (C) 

(1:10:30) PAM: (bright) Good morning. I hope you’re hungry. I’ve already made too many 

pancakes. (R) 

(1:12:05) KIP: But, the motor’s out.  

                 BETTY: What? 

                 KIP: Yeah. It’s been out for a week. (C) 

(1:12:41) DUNCAN: (pointing at Joan) Just go screw her, asshole! I mean, you already have. (E) 

(1:17:04) PETER: I’ve had beer before. (E) 



                  OWEN: And I’ve spent a night in jail before, but there’s a limit to everything. (E) 

 

Resultative (R): 2      Recent Past (RP): 1       Experiential (E): 6       Continuative (C): 6       

Progressive (P): 2 

Total Movie Time: 1:34:40 (not including credits). Total uses of Present Perfect (including Prog): 

17 


